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cultural symbols among people around the world, 
to such an extent that it leads to changes in local 
popular cultures and identities” (p. 148).
Events have become an important channel for 
such exchange of cultural symbols at global level, 
with sporting events such as the Olympic Games, 
cultural events such as the European Capital of Cul-
ture, and business forums such as the Cannes Film 
Festival helping to generate and circulate symbolic 
value. In doing so, many of these events help to 
configure the fields in which they operate (Lampel 
& Meyer, 2008). Such “field configuring events” 
Introduction
The global proliferation of events and event 
forms has been stimulated in recent decades by 
processes of economic and cultural globalization. 
Not only have economic systems become more 
integrated, allowing for the transmission of eco-
nomic configurations from one region to another, 
but global networks also support the globalization 
of culture. Nijman (1999) argued that the process 
of “cultural globalization” parallels economic glo-
balization as “an acceleration in the exchange of 
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Such ideas underline the recursive flows of ideas 
and culture through global and local networks. In 
particular, the work of Castells (2009, 2010) high-
lighted the differences between the flows of culture 
through global networks of finance and the media 
in what he called “the space of flows” and the local-
ization of culture in the everyday world, or what 
he calls the “space of places.” The important point 
that Castells made is that local places gain power 
by being well connected to the global “space of 
flows,” and that the global flows of culture are in 
turn transformed by their concrete use in the “space 
of places.” This is a more explicit formulation of 
the process of “glocalization” identified by Robertson 
(1990). In Castells’ model, an important mediation 
role is played by “switchers,” or key actors, who 
are able to link different global and local networks. 
At a local level the work of “programmers,” or 
individuals dealing with local cultural networks, is 
seen as important in translating the flow of ideas 
into concrete cultural products. For Castells, flows 
of power in this system are predominantly from 
global to local contexts, although he does see the 
potential for local resistance and creativity as well, 
most notably in his more recent work on global 
protest movements (Castells, 2012).
Castells’ ideas represent an interesting model 
of cultural and economic globalization, showing 
how cultural forms and content are propagated and 
transformed. However, Castells himself puts little 
flesh on the bones of concepts such as switchers 
and programmers, and gives no concrete exam-
ples of how these actors work to articulate global 
and local culture. Most attempts to develop more 
detailed models of the articulation of global and 
local cultural forms have been undertaken as case 
studies of individual cities. For example, Cohendet, 
Grandadam, and Simon (2010) analyzed the flow 
of cultural concepts in the city of Montreal, illustrat-
ing how global operators such as Cirque du Soleil 
act to link different levels of cultural actors with 
global cultural networks. Hardbord (2002) also ana-
lyzed film festivals, such as Berlin Film Festival, 
as a media events and nodal points on the circuit of 
cultural flow, mediating the relationship between 
the local and the global film industry. In Barcelona, 
Rovira (2010) analyzed the role of switchers in 
linking particular networks in the design field with 
the global space of flows.
(FCE) can provide a source of eventfulness in the 
cities in which they originate, but they can also 
influence other cities that mimic, copy, and borrow 
event ideas and formats.
This article considers how a single event devel-
oped in one city can be a source of global as well 
as local eventfulness, shaping not just the eventful 
city in which it originated, but also by stimulating 
event innovation at a global level.
Globalization, Events, and Innovation
As major cultural and economic configurations 
in contemporary society, events and event forms 
have been subject to processes of globalization. For 
example, Ferdinand and Williams (2013) exam-
ined the diffusion of Caribbean carnivals around 
the world. They argued that such festivals can be 
seen as a form of export product, because market-
ing is conducted in foreign markets, while produc-
tion is based in the home country. They described 
the development of Trinidadian carnivals as an 
export product in terms of an evolutionary path 
from exports to developed countries (Europe and 
North America), which then stimulated further 
government-sponsored development of the carni-
val product across the Caribbean, in turn leading 
to more sophisticated development of Caribbean 
carnivals as an “export product” for developed mar-
kets. Finally, the new Caribbean carnivals have in 
turn begun to reproduce versions of themselves in 
developed markets. Therefore, we see an interactive 
process of export product development and feed-
back into the home market that gradually changes 
the economic and cultural form of the event itself. 
Similarly, Crespi-Vallbona and Richards (2007) 
have shown that the interplay between local and 
global cultural flows can produce new and innova-
tive cultural forms.
The idea that global flows of culture are medi-
ated and changed by local culture is taken up by 
Czarniawska and Sevón (2005), who saw “the tradi-
tional explanation of the circulation of ideas, objects, 
practices, customs and even institutions” (p. 7) as a 
process of diffusion. They also introduced the notion 
of translation, which suggests the localized adap-
tion of cultural forms by local cultural intermediar-
ies who imitate desires and beliefs, translation ideas, 
objects, and practices for their own use.
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way that the value will be determined by the ‘selec-
tors’” (p. 1416). Selectors may be consumers or 
intermediaries, but in either case the flow of infor-
mation is vital for the selection process, because 
an innovation must be a “product or a characteristic 
of a product, which is recognized by the relevant 
selectors as a new and legitimate response to a set 
of preferences” (p. 1416).
Tran (2010) analyzed the way in which such 
selection processes work in the creative indus-
tries, where innovation is based on style and fash-
ion. For Tran (2010), stylistic innovation deals 
with “the changes in aesthetics through changes in 
looks, shapes, forms and changes in symbolic value 
expressed through new meaning and language of 
products” (p. 133). The idea of stylistic innovation 
involves three main dimensions: 1) symbolic value, 
2) the construction of symbolic value through inter-
subjectivity, and 3) timing. Tran also argued that 
stylistic innovation mediates between social trends, 
subjective evaluation, and feelings attached to the 
style, and therefore it is an intersubjective con-
struct. The right timing is also essential, to iden-
tify the right moment for innovation, anticipating 
social change, and recognizing that style “is subject 
to the transformation across time and space” (Tran, 
2010, p. 134).
The rise of the cultural and creative industries 
has placed more emphasis on intangible content and 
style in the innovation process. Potts, Cunningham, 
Hartley, and Ormerod (2008) talked about the cre-
ative industries themselves as a network, “the cre-
ative industries are the set of economic activities that 
involve the creation and maintenance of social net-
works and the generation of value through produc-
tion and consumption of network-valorised choices 
in these networks” (p. 10). In terms of the stylistic 
innovations that are mediated by selectors (Wijnberg, 
2004), this indicates that specific places may be par-
ticularly significant in creative innovation processes, 
because they are able to generate face-to-face inter-
action in the social interaction that underpins the cre-
ative industries.
Therefore, in the current competitive, globalized 
economic environment, places need to ensure that 
they become sites in which the selection system is 
organized and controlled. It is important for cities 
to develop a “hub” role in knowledge networks, 
where flows of knowledge and selectors converge. 
These studies seem to indicate that power in 
networks lies in the ability to direct flows of infor-
mation and resources between global and local net-
works. Those in key positions in the network (the 
“switchers” in Castells’ terminology) are able to 
capture and utilize global information to identify 
and steer new cultural trends that can lead to local 
innovations. In the innovation literature there is 
also a growing realization that innovation often 
takes place within networks. Fagerberg (2003) 
stressed that firms do not innovate in isolation 
but rather depend on extensive interaction, and so 
under standing the innovation process requires an 
analysis of “systems” or “networks.”
Bathelt, Malmberg, and Maskell (2004) under-
stood innovation as a part of an integrative pro-
cess where actors who possess different types of 
knowledge exchange information in order to solve a 
concrete problem. The type of knowledge involved 
varies for local and global actors. They stressed that 
“the more codified the knowledge, the less space-
sensitive should these processes tend to be” (p. 2), 
and if the knowledge involved is diffuse and tacit, 
the argument is that “such interaction and exchange 
is dependent on special proximity between actors” 
(p. 2). They also highlighted the conditions under 
which knowledge can be exchanged between actors 
embedded in a community, what they called “buzz,” 
and by selecting providers outside the local milieu, 
or what they called “pipelines.” This underlines the 
importance of local and global relationships and 
knowledge exchange in innovation processes.
More recently, Martin and Moodysson (2010) 
explored the organization of innovation processes 
with a specific focus on the geographical distri-
bution of knowledge networks and the distinctive 
nature of knowledge flows in symbolic industries. 
They found that the knowledge sources in geo-
graphic proximity are predominant, even though 
traditionally it is considered that creative or sym-
bolic industries are highly dependent on inputs from 
nonlocal knowledge sources. This underlines the 
important role of local intermediaries in ensuring 
the penetration of global ideas and innovations.
The role of knowledge flows in the innovation 
process is also emphasized by Wijnberg (2004), who 
outlined the way in which innovations are selected. 
For example, Wijnberg (2004) argued that a “sty-
listic innovation” is “something new presented in a 
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(Castells 2009, 2010). Therefore, we view cultural 
events as a suitable context for studying stylistic 
innovation because: 1) culture is circulated in the 
global “space of flows” and at the same time is 
transformed by the influence of the local “space of 
places” (Castells 2009, 2010); 2) cultural events are 
usually linked to the place where they occur, and 
at the same time operate within global networks of 
culture; 3) cultural events deal with intangible cul-
ture and creativity, enabling them to generate rapid 
circulation of information and ideas; and 4) cultural 
events usually have a clearly identifiable group of 
selectors, switchers, or programmers responsible 
for the cultural content and/or attracted by the pro-
gramming of the event.
Research Design and Analytical Approach
The explorative research approach of this study 
is based on a single case study (Yin 2004). The case 
study method not only allows us to explore festival, 
but also to identify the relationships between global 
and local cultural flows (Castells, 2009, 2010).
Therefore, we selected our case study on the 
basis of the following criteria: 1) it should be an 
event with popular culture content (as this is argu-
ably more universal than most forms of high cul-
ture); 2) it should be an international event with 
editions in different countries and with international 
artists in the program that stimulates the circula-
tion of cultural content and ideas; and 3) an event 
that has had sustained success over several years, 
in order to reveal longitudinal trends in innovation. 
The selected event is an electronic and dance music 
festival established more than 20 years ago, which 
has now developed around the world with inter-
national and local artists, having significant audi-
ence participation.
The research question that we address in this 
article is: How can a field configuring event act as a 
stimulus for event innovation in cities? In answering 
this question, we concentrate on the role of Sónar 
in organizing the selection processes necessary for 
stylistic innovation and in organizing the field of 
eventfulness at both global and local levels.
Data Collection
The case study relies on two main data sources, 
collection of primary data through semistructured 
In these hubs, selectors come together and engage 
in proximate processes of knowledge exchange in 
order to determine the value of stylistic innovations. 
In contrast, other locations simply act as “nodes” in 
global networks, which are the receptors of knowl-
edge created elsewhere.
In the case of Barcelona, it is clear that the local 
context has had an important influence in shaping 
the Sónar Festival, Barcelona’s International Festi-
val of Advanced Music and New Media Art, (Sónar 
from now on) around the world. This event has in 
turn had an influence on other music festivals, and 
the format has been copied or mimicked in many 
different ways. The festival emerged after the 1992 
Barcelona Olympics, a moment at which the city 
suffered from a “cultural vacuum,” when the eco-
nomic, political, and creative effort of staging the 
Games led to a subsequent lack of investment and 
energy for new projects. Sónar helped to provide 
cultural product to fill this vacuum and to animate 
a newly developed area of the city center.
In this article we consider how Sónar as a locally 
based festival has turned itself into a model for the 
electronic music scene globally by ensuring a pro-
cess of stylistic innovation in which locally gener-
ated tacit knowledge is abstracted and globalized 
through a selection system. In this system, the Bar-
celona Sónar Festival has come to function as a hub 
within a global network of creative nodes, which 
gives shape to processes of stylistic innovation 
and dissemination. In this sense, Sónar is not just 
a source of eventfulness in its home city of Barce-
lona, but also a source of ideas for aspiring “event-
ful cities” around the world.
Methodological Approach
Research Setting
The proliferation of cultural event formats has not 
received much attention in the literature, although 
there are some recent studies relating “field config-
uring events” (FCE) with creative products and cre-
ative fields (Anand & Jones 2008; Anand & Watson 
2004; Schüßler & Sydow 2013). However, with the 
global growth of the cultural and creative indus-
tries (UNESCO, 2013) and the increasing impor-
tance of cultural signs in the symbolic economy 
(Lash & Urry, 1994), cultural events are becom-
ing more central to the global “space of flows” 
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theoretical framework. The coded data were then 
entered into a matrix for analysis (Miles, Huberman, 
& Saldaña 2013). The data matrix facilitates the 
analysis of qualitative data by relating cases and 
themes within the data collected, allowing relation-
ships between dependent and independent variables 
to be analyzed.
Because the festival has a substantial longitu-
dinal dimension, given its 20-year history, it was 
also important to extract a temporal dimension 
from both the interviews and the secondary docu-
mentation. Therefore, the different festival events 
developed over time have been selected as explan-
atory cases. The dimensions that were analyzed 
for the events included the different programing 
and production models, the scale and dimensions 
of the event, and their geographic location.
Previous Studies
Although the dissemination of event formats has 
not been studied in much detail previously, Lampel 
and Meyer (2008) established concrete criteria for 
the identification of FCEs, such as their ability to 
assemble members of a concrete business sector in 
one location; their limited duration, running from 
a few days to weeks; their unstructured and struc-
tured opportunities for face to face social interac-
tion (parties and markets); their dependence on 
dramaturgical activities; their functions in infor-
mation exchange and collective sense making; and 
generating social and reputational resources.
One can clearly connect most of these dimen-
sions of FCEs to factors that stimulate innovation, 
as in the case of the creative industries for exam-
ple (Potts et al., 2008). However, there is a lack of 
academic literature about innovation processes in 
global cultural events. This is perhaps surprising, 
in-depth interviews and analysis of archival data 
as Lampel and Meyer (2008) suggested. Data from 
different editions of the event around the world 
were collected from sources including festival pro-
grams and other documents such as reports, media 
coverage, websites, etc.; interviews (undertaken 
between 2009 and 2013
1
); personal presentations, 
discussions and panels; additional reports; and 
media reviews, among others.
Interviews were held with three main groups of 
programmers, switchers (Castells, 2009, 2010), and 
selectors (Wijnberg, 2004); 1) location-related stake-
holders, journalists, local artists, and program mers; 
2) international professionals, such as festival orga-
nizers, buyers, and programmers; and 3) national 
and international festival consumers. A total of 34 
interviews were collected, distributed across each of 
the three groups (Table 1).
As has been pointed out before, we comple-
mented the interview data with a wide range of docu-
ments and achieve material and data from different 
international editions of the festival. We gathered 
these data through our interviews with managers 
and festival participants and analysis of different 
publications and media.
Data Analysis
This festival was subject to in-depth analysis 
guided by the research question. Therefore, to be 
able to answer the question, the goal was to map 
out the important of the initial festival in Barcelona, 
articulated as a hub, connecting different nodes 
around the world. Complete transcripts of the inter-
views were made, and these were first subject to 
open coding to identify concepts and categories in 
the data, and then axial coding to relate the data 
to the concepts and categories contained in the 
Table 1
Characteristics of Interviews
Profiles Local International Consumers
Number 5 16 12
Duration Between 30 and 
90 min
Between 45 and 70 min (7 int.)
Short interviews between 
10 and 15 min (9 int.)
Short interviews between 
10 and 15 min
Date 2009 and 2010 2009, 2010, and 2013 2009 and 2010
Place Barcelona Barcelona Barcelona
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as a stimulus for innovation and eventfulness on a 
global level.
The Sónar Festival: Locally Embedded 
and Globally Connected
The Barcelona Sónar Festival is a music festi-
val that takes place annually in the city of Barce-
lona during 2 days in June. It was founded in 1994, 
shortly after the 1992 Barcelona Olympic Games, 
a time when, as Victor Nubla pointed out, “the city 
faced a ‘cultural vacuum’ with declining resources 
for culture as a result of the vast public expenditure 
on the Games” (personal interview, 2009). During 
the 3 or 4 years following the Games, Barcelona 
experienced a period where public support for cul-
tural initiatives declined, while at the same time 
a new generation of social and cultural projects 
emerged. One of these projects was Sónar, a plat-
form to promote and consume electronic culture, 
founded by Sergio Caballero and Enric Palau
2
 (two 
electronic musicians) and Ricard Robles
3
.
The first edition of Sónar in 1994 was made 
possible thanks to the support of different institu-
tions, which had specific strategic needs. On the 
one hand, the Sociedad General de Autores y 
Editores (from now on SGAE
4
) was attempting 
to develop a platform for electronic music in 
Spain, and on the other hand, the Centre de Cul-
tura Contemporània de Barcelona (from now on 
CCCB
5
), was a local administrative initiative sup-
porting different “underground” cultural projects.
It is interesting to note that the city administration 
did not identify the festival as an important initia-
tive until 1996. As Ferran Mascarell, a former city 
culture director pointed out, “the City Council was 
interested in using the festival to help regenerate 
certain districts. Sónar met this need by generating 
significant economic and tourism impacts in two 
run-down areas of Barcelona, one in the city centre 
and another one on the sea front” (personal inter-
view, 2009)
6
. In this sense, we can see that Sónar, 
although originally emerging as an “underground,” 
grass roots initiative, was quickly taken up by the 
cultural “upperground” in Barcelona (following the 
terminology for different cultural systems devel-
oped by Cohendet et al., 2010).
During the most recent edition of the festival 
(2013) some structural changes were made, ending 
because one would expect major field configur-
ing events to have a role in innovation processes, 
particularly given their ability to attract and bring 
together both local and global actors for face-to-
face exchange.
There is a growing literature on the social, 
economic, and development impacts generated by 
cultural festivals (Colombo, 2009; Garcia, Melville, 
& Cox, 2010; Getz, 1991; Waitt, 2003, 2008). How-
ever, most of these studies concentrate on the 
immediate, short-term impacts of events, without 
paying much attention to long-term development 
or innovation effects. Other authors, such as Evans 
(2003, 2007), García (2004), and Richards and 
Palmer (2010) have shown that linking events to 
urban planning processes can provide a useful tool 
for urban, economic, and even social development. 
The convergence between events and urban policies 
is also evident in Häusserman and Siebel’s (1993) 
identification of the increasing festivalization of 
urban policies, through the staging of sporadic 
mega-events, such as World Expos and Olympic 
Games. Jakob (2012) also referred to a process of 
“eventification” in cities, as urban consumption and 
production processes are turned into events.
There is also a growing body of unpublished or 
grey literature studies on specific events. For exam-
ple, for the Barcelona Sónar Festival, Oliveras 
(2008) analyzed the cultural market and local 
environment of the event, focusing on definition, 
produc tion values, and future perspectives, while 
Bernárdez (2011) provided internal structure infor-
mation and focused on its mission, audience, com-
petitors, and promotion. Sónar has also been 
analyzed in the context of a European Commission 
research project (Giorgi, 2010; Magaudda, 2009; 
Magaudda & Colombo, 2010) analyzing its history 
and organization; its sociocultural context; its net-
working structure; its symbolic representation strat-
egies; relationships with politics and the media; and 
its audience. This research indicates that Sónar has 
been very successful in linking local programmers 
in Barcelona with different global networks that 
have helped frame the identity and brand image of 
the festival.
The lack of studies in the field of global cultural 
events and innovation is surprising. Hence, the 
present study attempts to analyze how a music fes-
tival, such as the Barcelona Sónar Festival, can act 
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new phase in the development of the festival, once 
again moving away from its relationship with the 
public administration of the City of Barcelona and 
back to a more commercial model. This change has 
arguably been stimulated by the economic crisis of 
recent years.
Sónar by Night is where the audience can expe-
rience big concerts in huge venues featuring both 
well-established artists and newcomers. This has 
been held in different venues and during the last 
few years, it has been staged in the Barcelona exhi-
bition venues in the neighboring city of Hospita-
let. The program consists mainly of three different 
kinds of artists: 1) famous international artists such 
as Grace Jones in 2009, or Pet Shop Boys and 
Kraftwerk in 2013; 2) internationally established 
DJ’s
 
such as Jeff Mills and Laurent Garnier; and 
3) established popular acts in the electronic music 
scene, such as Moderat and Fever Ray, both pro-
grammed in 2009 (Magaudda & Colombo, 2010).
Over the years, Sónar has adapted its specific 
language and iconography to international trends 
in electronic music and culture. As Luis Hidalgo, 
well-known music journalist, explained, “the festi-
val has focused its aesthetics on an ambiguous con-
cept so that could be adapted to the trends of new 
times” (personal interview, 2009).
With this goal, Sónar established itself in the 
global culture network with a clear and specific 
identity, as a summer festival in a sunny Mediter-
ranean European city where the latest trends in 
music, culture, and art can be discovered. As one of 
the directors, Enrique Palau, pointed out, “from the 
first edition the festival had been an international 
event and had a clear international projection with 
artists, audience and professionals from all over 
the world” (personal interview, 2010). At the same 
time, the festival presents itself to the local audi-
ences and music scene, as a well-connected and 
internationally recognized music festival with a 
special focus on the latest international trends. Both 
positions give the festival a particular status, which 
from the beginning makes it locally, nationally, and 
internationally different.
The Sónar festival has developed different inno-
vation strategies over the years, all of which rely 
on transforming the international links developed 
through the festival into an established network of 
collaboration. The festival has been adapted and 
the long collaboration partnership with the neigh-
boring institutions in the city center, such as muse-
ums and cultural centers (CCCB and Museu d’Art 
Contemporani Barcelona) and moving the event 
to the city exhibition halls. The increasing spatial 
distance between the festival and its supporters her-
alded an end to the local regeneration role of the 
event, which had been very important for the event 
and the city in the early years of the festival. One of 
the reasons for this change was the growing num-
bers of visitors. This growing popularity created a 
need to develop new models for Sónar, but the early 
years of regeneration-based collaboration embed-
ded the event firmly in the local context, or “space 
of places.”
During its early editions, the festival maintained 
its original focus on electronic music and gradu-
ally became part of a global network of electronic 
music and culture. Two trends highlight this situa-
tion: 1) from the beginning the festival programmed 
internationally well-known musicians and artists, 
such as Laurent Garnier (programmed in the first 
edition, 1994), Richie Hawtin (set in 1996), and 
Jeff Miles (in 1997)
7
; 2) from the second and third 
edition, as Teglietti (festival manager) pointed out 
“the festival audience, as well as accredited profes-
sionals, grew from being local and national to being 
international” (personal interview, 2013). Therefore, 
Sónar started to be internationally well known as a 
festival with its specific aesthetics and iconography 
related to electronic music and electronic culture.
At the same time, Sónar established a unique 
structure for the festival. Sónar presented differ-
ent platforms for different music streams, such as 
experimental and alternative music, as well as a 
platform focused on electronic and different dance 
music labels. This division led to the basic and 
most characteristic structure of the festival, a divi-
sion between Sónar by Day, and Sónar by Night.
During the day, the festival presented experi-
mental and advanced music from established as 
well as unknown artists in open-air venues, with 
a special stage for local and national artists. From 
1994 to 2012, this program was staged in the city 
center of Barcelona in an area surrounded by cul-
tural institutions, which generated a unique atmo-
sphere and identity for the event. However, since 
2013 it has been held in the exhibition halls in 
Plaça d’Espanya. This change perhaps represents a 
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the Taste, this model has different formats, depend-
ing on the city where it is held. For example, in 
Seoul (2006) it was an exhibition with some per-
formances, whereas in São Paulo (2004) it has 
had practically the same format as the Barcelona 
event. After the first successful export initiatives 
in 2002, with London, Hamburg, and Tokyo, the 
festival organizers had a rush of demands from dif-
ferent cities to export the festival around the world. 
At that point the organizing company, Advanced 
Music S. A. (from now on AM) realized that they 
had created a brand that “has a power alongside 
the artists. Actually, when someone calls us they do 
not want us to program well-known artists, because 
the professionals trust the power of the brand,” 
noted Ricard Robles (Font & Salat, 2007).
After 20 years, and with much experience of the 
international scene, the festival now sees itself as a 
global event, taking place in different cities around 
the world with different formats. As can be seen in 
Table 2, the festival has exported its model to 24 
different cities, returning to five of these to present 
the festival several times.
Observing the evolution of different presenta-
tions of the festival around the world, it seems that 
London, Hamburg, and Tokyo are the cities where 
the festival has been presented on a more or less 
cloned as Ricard Robles (one of the directors) notes, 
“the high quality of art direction, event format, 
characteristics, sound level standards and technical 
equipment has branded itself” (Bernárdez, 2011). 
This process has taken several years and involved 
many different products and prototypes, such as the 
Taste of Sónar and SónarSound.
For the festival organizers, A Taste of Sónar is 
basically an “appetizer” early in the year, before the 
Barcelona festival. These presentations generally 
last a maximum of 2 days, and give a possibility 
to present artists and performances framed within 
the Sónar brand. This format offers a reduced ver-
sion of the festival in Barcelona to the local audi-
ence. Hence, this kind of presentation could be 
seen as a promotional strategy, designed to engage 
with an audience “which later may be at the fes-
tival in Barcelona and professionals gather too, 
and they are going to be talking about Sónar for 
a while, developing promotion for the festival in 
Barcelona” according to Ricard Robles (Bernárdez, 
2011). Similar “tests” have been presented during 
the last decade in London, Cape Town, and Osaka, 
as well as other cities.
On the same basis, the organizers programmed 
SónarSound, a large version of the festival staged 
in cities around the world. Normally longer than 
Table 2
Presentations of Sónar Festival Around the World
Location Year
London 2002, 2003, 2004, 2005, 2009, 2010, 2011, 2012
Lisbon 2002
Neuchatel 2002
Hamburg 2002, 2003, 2004, 2005, 2006
Tokyo 2002, 2004, 2006, 2011, 2012, 2013
Rome 2003
São Paulo 2004, 2012 (2013 planned but cancelled)
Lyon 2004
Guadalajara 2004
Buenos Aires 2006
Seoul 2006
Frankfurt 2007
Washington 2009
New York 2009
Chicago 2010, 2012
Cape Town 2012 (2013 planned but cancelled)
Sonar North America Tour 2012 Chicago, Toronto, Montreal, Boston, Denver, 
Oakland, Los Angeles
Reykjavík 2013
Osaka 2013
Source: Sónar website and reports.
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platform (not just in one place and time but in 
several places at different times); but generally its 
duration is limited; it provides opportunities for 
face-to-face social interaction (parties, markets, 
etc.); it depends on dramaturgical activities; it is 
an occasion for information exchange; collective 
sense making; and it generates social and reputa-
tional resources.
Therefore, we argue that Sónar could be consid-
ered as a FCE for the electronic music sector, which 
innovates based on locally embedded knowledge, 
and uses a web of relationships to project the event 
globally. Considering that FCEs encapsulate and 
shape the development of professionals, technolo-
gies, markets, and industries (Lampel & Meyer, 
2008), it could be argued that the relationships 
Sónar generates through its exporting activities 
may constitute an innovation system that encour-
ages the global development of the electronic music 
sector. This in turn helps to ensure the continued 
dominance of the Sónar event as a hub in the elec-
tronic music network worldwide.
For example, the well-known French musician 
and producer Laurent Garnier noted that “the pro-
fessionals and artists need to be at the Sónar festival 
to know what’s happening in the music wise, when 
the brand goes big and strong and crosses fron-
tiers, the people talks about it, and the organizers 
bring different things to different places” (personal 
interview, 2010). With this comment, the artist sug-
gests two general ideas: 1) the festival is a platform 
where the professionals need to be in order to know 
what is happening in the field, and 2) that the festi-
val organizers import and export artists and perfor-
mances to different places around the world.
As a platform for professionals, the festival has 
developed a leading edge program that supports 
its reputation for innovative leadership. As Ben 
Osborne, a professional music journalist from the 
magazine DJ, commented “even if I’m working in 
the field and I usually receive new material from 
diverse artists, the Sónar people always get some 
performances and artists that are new for every-
one” (personal interview, 2010). Therefore, it could 
be considered that the festival has the possibility 
to present new artists and ideas to the electronic 
music scene.
In terms of export development, the well-known 
DJ and producer Jeff Milles commented, “the 
continuous basis. Other cities such as São Paulo, 
Chicago, and Cape Town are locations where the 
festival has tried to develop regular collaboration, 
although sometimes this has not been completely 
successful.
Although as Georgia Taglietti pointed out, “dif-
ferent contexts make the festival presentation possi-
ble” (personal interview, 2013), even the adaptation 
of the festival in different countries has been com-
plex. During their global expansion, AM lost inter-
est in exporting to the rest of Europe, because as 
Taglietti commented, “the audiences in Europe are 
already the ones going to the main festival in Bar-
celona” (personal interview, 2013). Therefore, more 
events in Europe might detract from the Barcelona 
event by attracting the “selectors” (both profession-
als and audiences) to other locations.
This kind of exporting activity would not be 
possible without a clear strategy and process, as 
well as the local Barcelona context where AM 
developed these festivals and the content. The most 
important success factors in the export model seem 
to be established local partnerships able to sup-
port the festival in different locations on a regular 
basis; and to be present briefly in other locations to 
expose the festival brand around the world.
These observations seem to indicate that Sónar 
is a cultural event with a specific form and con-
tent, globally connected as well as local embedded. 
Over the years, Sónar has transformed itself into a 
global platform capable of connecting the “space 
of places” and the “space of flows” (Castells, 2009, 
2010) of electronic music and culture, invading 
the global sphere with local content. We would 
argue that the festival connects the electronic music 
field at a global level by plugging it into different 
local contexts.
Sónar as a FCE and its Stylistic Innovation Role
Having outlined the general characteristics of the 
festival, the following sections concentrate on the 
development of Sónar as a FCE and its role as an 
innovation hub.
The Festival as a Field Configuring Event
Looking at the FCE criteria identified by Lampel 
and Meyer (2008), it seems that the Sónar festi-
val connects members of a concrete sector in a 
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with local professionals who possess embedded local 
knowledge about the audience, the market, and the 
local music industry. This enables Sónar to identify 
appropriate strategies, logistics, and production as 
well as gathering knowledge on local musicians and 
the local music scene that form the basis for innova-
tory concepts.
These relationships thrive on the local context 
where the festival takes place and it is not surpris-
ing that the program is also influenced by the places 
where the festival has been held. For example, since 
the festival has been developing a SónarSound in 
Tokyo there have been more Japanese performances 
in the Barcelona program. These relationships with 
international partners facilitate staging the festival 
in other parts of the world, but they also generate 
a cascade of new relationships with local partners 
such as musicians, actors, managers, and audiences. 
Taglietti explained, “The connection with local part-
ners helps us to understand the market and to ensure 
the success of the festival in other countries and 
places, but at the same time this partner should 
have the look and feel of our festival” (personal 
interview, 2013). In other words, in these relation-
ships the global switchers from Sónar helping to 
knit together relationships with and between the 
programmers in the local “spaces of places” around 
the world.
Sónar also builds relationships that foster the 
development of the local music industry in the 
coun tries where the festival takes place. As one 
of the festival directors, Enric Palau commented, 
“sometimes you feel that the festival also enriches 
the local scene as you find artists from the same 
city at the festival who had not ever spoken before” 
(personal interview, 2010).
Therefore, it could be understood that the festi-
val acts as a magnet for professionals who come 
together to exchange information in the local music 
scene. That means the festival generates knowledge 
circulation between professionals and provides a 
platform for local music sector development. As the 
Seoul artist Fortune Cookie commented, “I think 
we need a festival like this to help us create a local 
electronic music scene” (personal interview, 2010). 
The development of local relationships allows AM 
to act as a switcher, linking the local networks in 
the “space of places” with the “space of flows,” 
helping to configure the local music industry.
festival organizers travel all year round to find new 
artists and musicians to bring them to the festival” 
(interview, 2010). That also suggests that the fes-
tival organizers work hard on updating the con-
tent by researching new influences, performances, 
and artists to present an interesting program. This 
brings AM in contact with the international artists, 
producers, and agents who come to Sónar from 
around the globe, as well as being able to present 
new artists to different locations.
As indicated above, FCE’s support the forma-
tion and the stabilization of networks. Even though 
they take place in one particular location, the Sónar 
events are related directly with the global initiative, 
transforming different locations into nodes in a net-
work that connects different places around the world. 
In essence, the Sónar festival has a FCE structure, 
but its innovation capacity is based on an additional 
dimension of the FCE, namely the relationships that 
allow the festival to establish a global network.
The Festival’s Relationships
After analyzing the data obtained for this research, 
we can identify different kinds of relationships that 
are important to the role of Sónar as a FCE.
Many of the relationships that AM has devel-
oped over the years with artists, partners, and other 
stakeholders have grown along with the event. For 
example, Olaf Bender (manager of Level Raster 
Norton Germany, interviewed in 2009) suggested, 
“Since 10 years we are every time at (Barcelona) 
Sónar, and we have grown up with the festival. The 
festival has developed as the music sector, like us. 
At the beginning the festival was more experimen-
tal and grew up to more popular sounds.” These 
relationships tend to evolve at the same pace as 
the festival itself, and on an equal, reciprocal basis. 
These relationships allow AM to establish trust and 
confidence in potentially interesting partners. In this 
group, we can place many long-term relationships 
the festival organization has with musicians, stake-
holders, agents, or public administrations. This allows 
the festival to be connected permanently to the “space 
of flows” as well as being embedded in the “space 
of places” of the original eventful city, Barcelona.
Sónar exports its brand around the world through 
a strong collaboration with local partners in different 
locations around the world. The festival collaborates 
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on a global scale, Sónar also increases the value 
of the Barcelona event as the “original” festival. 
Therefore, the Barcelona event becomes a spatial 
and temporal “hub” at which all the actors in the 
electronic music scene need to congregate in order 
to exchange knowledge and to establish their own 
position in that scene. In contrast, the other Sónar 
editions around the world are mere “nodes” in this 
global network, generally visited by the local actors 
organizing the event and the Sónar representatives 
from AM, who serve to validate the local version 
of the event.
Therefore, the Barcelona festival has an impor-
tant role on the electronic music around the world, 
not just as a major commercial event, but also as 
a trend generator and innovation hub—a magnet 
for the selectors and switchers who can generate 
stylistic innovation. Sónar is not just a source of 
eventfulness in its home city of Barcelona, but in 
other cities around the world as well.
Discussion
In this article, we set out to analyze the develop-
ment of a field configuring event over time. This 
specific field setting allowed us to build upon 
Lampel and Meyer’s (2008) idea that field con-
figuring events are not only mechanisms of field 
configuration but also products of a field, shaped 
by field developments in a recursive process.
In particular, our research points to an important 
difference between large-scale events that only occur 
once or at infrequent intervals (such as major polit-
ical summits or the Olympic Games) and rela-
tively regular and frequently-occurring events such 
as Sónar. Whereas major one-time events have the 
potential to generate momentum for a reordering of 
political positions, regular events seem more likely 
to support the establishment of interpersonal trust, 
which may lead to greater and more open knowl-
edge circulation, thereby stimulating innovation 
more effectively. This mirrors the division suggested 
by Richards (2015) between “iterative” and “pul-
sar” events in cities. Regular iterative events help 
to feed the pool of creative talent and ideas at the 
level of cultural programming, whereas larger pul-
sar events provide the catalyst for transformation 
through the injection of new ideas and contacts 
with external selectors.
It can be seen that each type of relationship helps 
AM to configure the electronic music field on a 
global as well as a local level. Some relationships 
built up over time strengthen the knowledge base 
and help to establish Sónar as the place to be and 
be seen. Other relationships help to broaden the 
catchment area of Sónar and bring them into con-
tact with new local partners who can establish a 
local version of the event. Finally, some other rela-
tionships help to spread how the field operates to 
new areas of the world, thereby helping to strengthen 
Sónar’s position as knowledge leader in the field.
The Festival’s Innovation Role
Innovation is often described as a process of doing 
something new, which firms often achieve through 
extensive interaction (Fagerberg, 2003), as well as 
a process with a specific focus on geographical dis-
tribution of knowledge (Martin & Moodysson, 
2010). Wijnberg (2004) also emphasized the role of 
value creation and competition in the selection sys-
tem as important drivers of innovation.
The different kinds of relationships that Sónar 
has been developing over the years, as well as data 
collected from the interviews, lead us to observe 
that the festival in Barcelona generates interaction 
between professionals, artists, and audiences from 
different parts of the world, supporting the selec-
tion process. At the same time, the event distributes 
both codified and tacit knowledge (Bathelt et al., 
2004), as some of the actors are embedded in the 
community and others are globally connected.
In this light, we can see that the Sónar festival, 
with its network of nodes in cities around the world 
and its central hub in Barcelona, uses its relation-
ships to generate and distribute knowledge, which 
in turn develops value and competition in the elec-
tronic music field. In the general creative industries 
field in which Sónar operates, innovation is largely 
based on style and fashion. The festival uses all three 
of Tran’s (2010) dimensions of stylistic innova-
tion (symbolic value, the construction of this value 
through intersubjectivity, and timing), which lead 
us to identify Sónar as a stylistic innovative event. 
The festival in Barcelona generates symbolic value, 
which is increased through its network of events, 
which funnel international selectors and switchers 
to the Barcelona festival. By making copies of itself 
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and changing through its contacts with other 
eventful cities.
In the case of Sónar the link between the global 
“space of flows” and the local “space of places” is 
an important development of the eventful city model. 
Today, most cultural and economic fields are global, 
so it is almost inevitable that an event based in a 
specific local context will also have a relationship 
with the global “space of flows.” The extent to 
which a particular event can configure the global 
field will depend on the significance that it can give 
to the “space of places” in which it takes place. In 
the case of Sónar at least, maintaining the relevance 
of the local space of Barcelona to the global elec-
tronic music scene has depended heavily on the 
ability of the festival to innovate and stay ahead 
of trends.
Therefore, the evidence we have reviewed here 
seems to suggest that Sónar plays an important role 
as a source of eventfulness in different cities, as well 
as being an innovative hub for its field. Therefore, 
in answer to our research question we can say that 
a FCE such as the Sónar festival can act as a stimu-
lus for innovation and eventfulness by fulfilling a 
hub function within a global network. The hub is 
the spatial and temporal point through which those 
involved in the selection of stylistic innovations must 
pass, a process that affirms the position of the selec-
tors and other nodes in the network as well as the 
central innovation function of Sónar. In this way, the 
“selector” function identified by Wijnberg (2004) 
as being crucial to stylistic innovation processes 
also converges with the “switcher” role described 
by Castells (2009), which is vital to the linkage of 
global and local networks.
During this research, we identified some limita-
tions. Most importantly, we focused on one specific 
and in many ways unique transnational event, and 
so our findings may not be directly applicable to 
other fields, events, or cities. It would be interest-
ing to analyze other creative industries events in 
order to see if FCE in other creative fields are also 
able to act in a similar way. In contrast to much 
previous FCE research, the Sónar festival is also 
a commercial event, and we do not know to what 
extent commercialization affects the ability of other 
FCEs to generate innovation.
In spite of these limitations, our research seems 
to indicate that the globalization of event formats 
Our analysis suggests that a festival such as 
Sónar can be a stimulus of stylistic innovation. The 
Barcelona festival influences the selectors, being 
a hub in the network, which the selectors have to 
pass through. As Osborne (personal interview, 2010) 
argued, the festival always attracts interesting art-
ists and has new performances programmed, and 
therefore is an event where the selectors (Wijnberg, 
2004) and switchers (Castells, 2009, 2010) need to 
have a clear idea what is actual “trendy” in the field 
or scene.
Sónar, founded in a certain place and developed 
in a particular historical context, enabled the orga-
nizers to connect with local trends in the produc-
tion of electronic music and culture, in the “space 
of places.” Following Tran (2010), we also see the 
timing of Sónar as important, because it emerged 
at a time when the city of Barcelona was looking 
for new cultural and creative content to develop 
itself as an eventful city. As one of the first major 
festivals in its field, Sónar also managed to create 
a position for itself as the “original” event, even 
though it continued to spawn copies around the 
globe. Over the years, the festival also constructed 
an international network that allowed these local 
spaces to be connected to the “space of flows” in 
the electronic music field. Effectively we argue that 
Sónar, by establishing itself as a hub within a global 
network, has been able to innovate by taking a local 
product and introducing this to new global markets, 
eventually producing a “glocal” product.
The long-term stability of Sónar has generated 
an exchange of ideas with partners and the devel-
opment of new models. This innovatory activity 
is supported by the fact that Sónar can always fall 
back on the hub, the origin to which all relation-
ships return. In this sense, the role of Sónar as a 
FCE is very different from other events that rotate 
between different locations, such as the Olympic 
Games. Whereas the Olympics has to safeguard the 
“spirit” of the event and its commercial interests 
through extremely prescriptive guidelines, Sónar 
thrives on the local specificity that attaches to each 
new edition of the event and which helps in turn to 
maintain the edge of the original and the innova-
tory potential of the network. Whereas the origi-
nal version of the Olympics lies in Ancient Greece 
and is seen as an unchanging, “authentic” model, 
the original Sónar Barcelona is still evolving 
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Notes
1
Some of these in-depth interviews were conducted 
between 2009 and 2010 in the framework of the European 
financed research project EURO Festivals Arts Festivals 
and European Public Culture (Giorgi, 2010).
2
During the 1980s, Caballero and Palau ran an electronic 
music and performative band called Jumo, and in 1992 worked 
together as curators for the electronic music and experimen-
tal art for the Spanish Pavilion on the World Fair Expo’92 
in Seville.
3
At that moment, Robles was involved on the electronic 
music and vanguard culture underground scene, working for 
the counter-culture magazine Ajoblanco, published between 
1974 and 1999.
4
The SGAE (General Society of Authors and Publishers) 
is the Spanish national creator’s association with the aim of 
organising copyright issues.
5
The CCCB is a cultural institution in the centre of Bar-
celona, inaugurated in 1994, created as a multidisciplinary 
institution dedicated to the study of cities and urban culture. 
It is constituted as a consortium formed by the city council 
of Barcelona and the Barcelona Provincial Council. It stages 
exhibitions related to contemporary urban culture as well as 
related events and festivals.
6
Interviews held between 2009 and 2010 by A. Colombo 
in Barcelona in the framework of the EU FP7 funded 
research project EuroFestival.
7
Data obtained by the Sónar Festival website 2009.
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